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Perceptions of Characteristics Considered Attractive 

By the other Gender 

Marqaret e. Madden*, David Mitchell, 
and zina Dean 

Abstract 

Ratinq adlectives, female and male subjects 
indicated their own preferences in dating partners or 
their perceptions of the other gender's preferences. 
Men considered good looks and physical health more 
important than women; women valued industr iousness more 
than men. Both men and women valued intelliqence more 
than they thought the other sex values intelligence and 
felt that the other sex value*, a dominating partner 
more than other sex subjects actually did. women rated 
emotional stability more highly than men, but both men 
and women underestimated its importance to the other 
gender . 
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Perceptions of characteristics considered 
Attractive By the Other Gender 

Introduction 
The extensive literature on characteristics 
considered attractive in potential mates indicates that 
men and women find different traits attractive. 
Comparing students' perceptions of desirable 
characteristics of a ma;e in 1939, 1956, and 1967, 
Hudson and Henze (1969) found great consistency among 
the three cohorts. Males evaluated dependable 
character as most important in all three cohorts; 
chastity declined in importance, and qood looks 
increased in importance over the years. Women valued 
emotional stability and dependable character most and 
qood looks and similar political background least. For 
women, the value of chastity declined and the value of 
education-intelliqence increased in 1967 compared to 
prior years, 

Hoyt and Hudson (1981) reported that, in 1977, 
both males and females rated emotional stability, 
mutual attraction, dependable character, and pleasing 
disposition as the most important features of a 
potential marriage partner. Women regarded similar 
educational background and good financial prospect as 
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more important than men; men considered good looks and 
qood cook-housekeeper to be more important t n women. 

Using dimensions derived from other research with 
married couples, buss and Barnes (1986) found that 
college students valued kind and understanding, 
exciting personality, intelligent, physically 
attractive, healthy, and easygoinq as most attractive. 
Colleqe men preferred physically attractive mates -ore 
than women; women rated good earninq capacity and 
colleqe graduate more highly than men. 

Misconceptions about what the other sex desires in 
a mate mav lead one to avoid forminq relationships if 
one believes one cannot meet the other's standards, low 
self-esteem, or deliberate or inadvertant 
miscommunication during the initial phases of a 
relationship. Thus, it is imoortant to examine whether 
people have misconceptions about what the other sex 
wants in a dating partner. However, no research to 
date has examined the congruence between people's 
perceptions of what other-sex people want in a mate and 
other-sex people's actual perceptions. 



Attractive Traits 



Method 

Fifty-three male and fifty-four female college 
students were told that they were participating in a 
studv about perceptions of attraction, using a 9-point 
scale, thev indicated the desirability of 
characteristics found to be important to attractiveness 
by other researchers (buss & Barnes, 1986; Hoyt & 
Hudson, 1981). Half of the subjects described their 
own preferences, responding to the instruction, "if you 
were looking for a date how important would each of 
these characteristics be in considering a choice for a 
date." The other half of the subiects described their 
perceptions of the preferences of the other sex, 
resoondina to the question, "Based on your perceptions 
of how people of the sex opposite to yours evaluate 
others, rate the following characteristics, m 
general, if people of the opposite sex were looking for 
dates, how important would each of the following traits 
be to them in considering a choice for a date?" 



6 



Attractive Traits 

6 



Results 

A tvr way analysis of variance found several main 
effects for subjects' gender. Men valued qood looks (M 
■ 6-90) and physical health ( M = 7.06) more highly than 
women (health: M = 6.14, F(l,96) = 7.82, p < ,01; 
looks, M = 5.96, £(1,101) = 8.26, p < .01, and women ( M 
= 7.00) valued ambition/industr iousness more than men 
(M = 6.14; F(l,96) = 6.83, p < .01). 



Insert Table 1 about here 



Main effects for condition (i.e., self-rating vs. 
other-rating) were found, as well. People value 
intelligence (M = 7.52) more than they think the other 
sex values intelligence ( M = 6.74; F(l,96) = 5.35, p < 
• 05), and people filt that the othei: sex values a 
dominating partner (self-ratinq: M = 3.18; other-ratinq 
M= 4.08; F(l,96) = 4.88, p < .05) more than other sex 
subjects actually did. 



insert Table 2 about here 
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In addition, there was an interaction between 
gender and condition; women (M = 7.70) rated emotional 
stability more highly than men (M = 7.20) did, and both 
genders underestimated its importance to the other sex 
(men's perception of women, M = 6.85; women's 
perception of men M = 7.55; F(l,93) = 4.51 f p < .05). 
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Discussion 

The first hypothesis in the study was that men and 
women have different ideals for other-sex romantic 
Partners. This was true in reqards to physical 
attractiveness, good health, and ambition in the 
present study. The finding that men value good looks 
more than women is consistent with other research 
(e.g., Bvrne, Landon, & Reeves, 1971; Hoyt & Hudson, 
1981). More interesting is the finding that men value 
good health more than women, which Hoyt and Hudson 
(1981) also found. Perhaps qood looks are related to 
qood health in men's minds; looks and health were 
significantly correlated in the present study (r = .29, 
p < .01). Women valued ambition-industr iousness more 
than men in this study, consistent with the impression 
that, traditionally, women may be more practical in 
their selection of partners because they are usually 
financially dependent on their husbands and have more 
to lose from a bad choice than men (Rubin, 1973). 

The second hypothesis was that subjects of each 
gender would misDerceive the ideals of the other 
qender . On most characteristics subjects' perceptions 
of the other qender's .deals were relatively accurate, 
but the exceDtions are noteworthy. Neither qender 
desired a dominant partner much, but they both 
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perceived that the other gender wanted their dates to 
be more dominant than others actually reported wantinq. 
This could lead to conflict in relationships; if both 
partners believe that their mates want to dominate 
them, they may misinterpret the partners' actions and 
resent behavior that was not intended to be dominating. 

Intelligence was vaJ ued rather hiqhlv by both men 
and women, but all subiects felt that the other qender 
did not appreciate it much. One miqht speculate that 
people attempt to hide their intelliqence when thev are 
on dates. Indeed, reports of this sort of behavior 
have been used as evidence of women's "fear of success" 
(e.g., Horner, 1972), vet the current study sugqests 
that men might do the same thinq since thev also feel 
that women do not value intelligence as much as women 
actuallv do. 

Women valued emotional stability more hiqhlv than 
men did, but they also underestimated its importance t<~ 
men. Men recoanized that emotional stability was 
important to women, but still »erestimated its 
important. Thus, both sexes underestimate the 
importance of emotional stability to the other sex. 

In summarv, men thouqht that good looks and 
phvsical health were more important in a potential mate 
than women and women valued ambi tion/industr iousness 
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more than men. Both men and women value intelliqence 
more than thev think the other sex values intelligence 
and feel that the other sex values a dominatinq partner 
more than other sex subjects actually did. Women rated 
emotional stability more highly than men did, but women 
underestimated its importance to men and men 
underestimated its importance to women. 
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Table 1: Females' and males' mean rating of attractiveness of 
personality characteristics (9-point scale). 



Characteristic 



Mean 
Males' 


Ratings 

Females 


7 91 


7.71 


7.35 


7.27 


7.33 


7 . 75 


8.00 


7.98 


7.06 


6.14* 


4 . 60 


5.35 


5.83 


5.81 


4.57 


4.33 


6.14 


7.00* 


4.89 


4.94 


"? fil 


3.55 


7.14 


7.59 


7.00 


6.90 


7.41 


7.10 


7.12 


7.43 


3.98 


3.13 


6.90 


5.96* 


4.66 


4.74 


5.23 


5.28 


4.83 


5.53 


2.74 


3.15 


7.94 


8.00 


7.77 


7.39 



Dependable Character 
Emotional Stability 
Pleasing Disposition 
Mutual Attraction 
Good Health 

Desire for Children 
Refinement 

Good Cook-Housekeeper 
Ambit ion-lndustr iousness 
Chastity 

Dominating 

Exciting 

Education 

Intelligence 

Sociability 

Similar Religious Background 
Good Looks 

Similar Educational Backqround 
Favorable Social Status 
Good Financial Prospect 

Similar Political Background 

Affectionate 

Easy-Going 



>p < .05 
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Table 2- Mean ratinqs of personality characteristics valued 
oneself compared to those valued by .he other sex (9-pomt 
scale) . 



characteristic 



Mean Ratings 
Oneself Other Sex 



Dependable Character 
Emotional Stability 
Pleasing Disposition 
Mutual Attraction 
Good Health 

Desire for Children 
Refinement 

Good Cook-housekeeper 
Ambit ion-lndustr iousness 
Chastity 
Dominating 

Excitinq 
Educat ion 
Intelligence 
Sociability 

Similar Reliqious Backqround 
Good Looks 

Similar Educational Backqround 
Favorable Social Status 
Good Financial Prosoect 
Similar Political Background 

Affectionate 
Easv -Going 



7.56 
7.42 
7. 54 
7.94 
6.62 

5.30 
5.89 
4.33 
6.63 
4.65 
3.18 

7.22 
7.10 
7.52 
7.39 
3.83 



56 

.77 
,27 
.10 
,55 



7.98 
7.53 



7.37 
7.20 
7.53 
8.04 

6.41 



67 

76 

,57 

,43 
.16 

.08* 



7.51 
6.80 
6.74* 

7.16 
3.30 



41 

,63 

,24 
.26 

.33 



7.96 
7.63 



k p < .05 
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